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Cohabitations: Urban artificial intelligences (Als) and animals

Anna Jackman

Human Geography, University of Reading, UK

From aerial drones and delivery robots to autonomous vehicles,
artificial intelligences (Als) increasingly share and (re)shape the spaces
of everyday life. While recognizing the long history of automated
technologies, we must take the present moment to approach Al as
‘actively determining different ways of knowing and making the world’
(Maalsen, 2025, p. 2). Both the imagined and deployed spatialities of Als
are profoundly urban. The term ‘urban Als’ refers to ‘artificial in-
telligences that operate and take material form in urban spaces, tech-
nologies and infrastructures’ (Cugurullo et al., 2024, p. 1170). Urban Als
are significant in their composition of ‘more-than-human capaci-
ties’—for instance, through the roboticization of urban services. These
capacities can at once ‘replace and augment existing activities’ and alter
the ‘management of systems that underpin urban functionality’
(Caprotti et al., 2024, pp. 884, 885). Al urbanism is approached as a
derivative of, rather than oppositional to, smart urbanism (Cugurullo
et al., 2024). Therein, discussions highlight both visibility—smart city
technology tends to be ‘detached from human encounters’ while urban
Als are more visible and share urban space with people, and shifts in
agency—from the automated smart city to autonomous Al urbanism
(Cugurullo et al., 2024, p. 1173).

Reflecting on urban Als as they emerge, operate, and take material
form, geographers have homed in on the ‘urbanity of A’ (Cugurullo
et al., 2024, p. 1169). The city serves both as a site through which Als
can gather data and expand their intelligence, and as a material base-
—the somewhere— through which AI operates (Cugurullo et al., 2024).
To understand urban Als is both to think about AI through an urban lens,
and to think about cities through an Al lens. As Als work in and through
urban environments, they ‘groom’ — that is, they seek to ‘simplify and
smooth out’- the materiality of the city to suit their integration (Caprotti
etal., 2024, p. 887). This is evident in a viral clip of a delivery robot that
nearly collides with, and then repeatedly cuts off a man with cerebral
palsy who is navigating the streets of a US city in a mobility scooter.
Such ‘grooming’ both enacts and embeds socio-spatially uneven affor-
dances and effects.

As we consider the integration of Als into urban life and space, we
might also think about how these technologies articulate with the more-

than-human elements of the city, and how animals, in particular, fit
within the political geography of the Al-informed and shaped city.
Think, for instance, of autonomous vehicles (AVs) hitting and killing
unleashed pets, or dogs reportedly urinating on delivery robots.
Recognizing the city as a site of, and host to, multiple human and non-
humans (artificial intelligences included) requires further attention to
the diversity of actors and agencies that together animate the city, and to
the myriad, socio-spatial relations emerging therein.

We can draw upon different intellectual lineages to interrogate urban
Als as one of many more-than-human actors in urban space. Relational
approaches bring ‘a wider range of actors into view’ (Maalsen, 2025, p.
2), while more-than-human thinking foregrounds how the
coming-together of a diversity of actors (human, animal, geomorphic,
and so on) can inform, (re)shape and (re)configure the possibilities of
urban space and life. These kinds of approaches have allowed us to see
how animals, in particular, are ‘part of, not incidental to’ the political
(Hobson, 2007, p. 251). They underscore both that animals always
already inhabit space, and that they collaborate in (re)shaping the (geo)
political in important ways. To develop a ‘critical multispecies geopol-
itics’ is thus to expand attention to the ‘fullest relations and networks’
that constitute the world, and to take seriously the ‘political sub-
jectivities of animals’ and their ‘entanglements with the geopolitical’
(Narayanan, 2025, pp. 521, 510, 508).

The concept of digital ecologies is another useful entry point to
extending understandings of Als in urban contexts. Bringing into dia-
logue the ‘sub-disciplinary concerns of more-than-human and digital
geographies’, the analytical framework of digital ecologies is interested
in the relations and politics that emerge as ‘humans, other species, and
digital technologies’ come together in and co-constitute (urban) space
(Searle et al., 2024, pp. 342, 344). From wildlife cams to seagulls
attacking drones, digital ecologies draws attention to digital technolo-
gies as they mediate more-than-human worlds, and to animals as they
complicate and interrupt the deployment of digital technologies.

As a vocabulary of urban Al emerges (Caprotti et al., 2024), one
route to progress discussions of how Als share urban space with animal
life is through the notion of cohabitation. The idea of cohabitation is
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perhaps most compellingly illustrated in Donna Haraway's (2003) ac-
count of a life shared with her dog Cayenne Pepper, through which she
theorizes the co-constitution of multispecies worlds. For Haraway, the
example of a kiss from Cayenne ‘colonizing’ her cells through ‘potent
transfections’ between the pair affords insights into ‘cross-species soci-
alities” (ibid., p. 24). Likewise, attention to cohabitation with this
companion species supports a ‘politics committed to the flourishing of
significant otherness’ (ibid., pp. 3). These insights show how cohabita-
tion creates (and reflects) heterogeneous networks within the spaces of
everyday life, (re)shaping social and political relations therein. This
perspective deepens our understandings of how the coming-together of
more-than-human actors defines, and constantly transforms, (urban)
space.

In what follows, several potential avenues are identified to develop
discussions of cohabitation with and between urban Als and animals. As
Als increasingly cohabit urban public space with humans and non-
humans alike, geographers have raised important questions about the
spatialities that Als anticipate, occupy and produce. Sumartojo et al.
(2023, p. 61), for instance, identify the ‘robotic logics’ that at once
govern robots and enable them to construct their worlds. Robots,
Sumartojo et al. (ibid.), argue, treat their surroundings as predictable, a
situation inclusive of ‘flattening and simplifying their working envi-
ronments into data’ while simultaneously calling ‘particular futures into
being by defining at least some of the parameters of what can happen’.
That urban Als are designed to comprehend and operate in urban space
in this way is evidenced through examples of AVs failing to sense the
presence of pets, striking beloved animals that dart under self-driving
cars as they pull away. Also illustrative are cases of hopping kanga-
roos disrupting AV's object-detection capacity, which utilizes the ground
as a reference point. As Als increasingly pervade urban space, it is crucial
to interrogate how Als comprehend and predict animal behaviour (and
vice versa), and, more broadly, how a diversity of non-human logics
together shape our shared worlds.

Work on urban Als recognizes that urban space is host to wide-
ranging socio-political relations, thereby turning our attention to the
power and potential of Als to inform as well as reconfigure these re-
lations (Caprotti et al., 2024). Opportunity remains to examine relations
of animal unpredictability that can prompt diverse interactions and en-
counters. Consider, for example, reports of dogs snarling at delivery
robots, and robots colliding with dogs. Even after repeated encounters
with cohabiting urban Als, many dogs reportedly struggle to habituate
to urban Als. Similarly, as aspirations and ambitions for scaled drone
deliveries continue to grow, wildlife research cautions that the aerial
craft ‘constitute a new potential source of anthropogenic disturbance’
(Mulero-Pazmany et al., 2017, p. 1). Here, the distinct noise profile of
drones—higher pitched than helicopters—may increase annoyance for
humans and non-humans alike, negatively impacting, for example,
species communications critical to birds' survival. We must also consider
how animals routinely interrupt and complicate the deployment of Als.
From nesting ravens swooping and pecking at commercial delivery
drones and halting trials of these technologies, to social media videos of
cats blocking the paths of redirected delivery robots, Als, humans, and
non-human animals are together re-coordinating and reconfiguring
urban space and life.

Als are also increasingly sited in — and have their sights on - resi-
dential spaces. Home is not made by humans alone. Both Als and animals
form part of the heterogeneous cast of actors that constitute and co-
produce home, reshaping domestic space and relations therein.
Consider, for example, the case of a man who sued his neighbour after
the neighbour's dog downed and damaged his drone as it flew above the
neighbour's garden (Grinevicius & Palsyte, 2022). As events unfolded,
the neighbour being sued turned to social media for legal advice,
claiming both that the man regularly and repeatedly flew his drone low
over their garden to aggravate the dog, and that when the drone was
downed, the dog may have been harmed. Responses to the neighbour's
online posts raised important legal issues surrounding aerial drones,
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including questions of trespass and nuisance. Ultimately, the neighbour
successfully counter-sued the drone flyer for damages. Such instances
remind us that political spatialities, from domestic privacy and property
rights to broader questions of territorial integrity and security, are
animated and complicated by the cohabitation of animals and Als,
including in domestic space.

The concept of cohabitation supports us in drawing out a politics of
more-than-human co-existence. Attending to the messy, everyday re-
alities of urban space and life in the age of Al requires that we account
for the entanglements of technology with human and non-human bodies
and their environments. Of particular importance are decisions about
who and what will and should be prioritized, protected and forfeited as
Als enter and cohabit urban environments. Should birdsong merit pro-
tection from noisy, scaled, delivery drones? Should domestic pets hit by
autonomous vehicles feature as casualties listed in collision reports?

Caprotti et al. (2024, p. 885) describe a lack of ‘coherent vision for
urban Al’, pointing to a catalogue of emerging technologies marked by
an ‘undefined character’. While in a sense lamentable, this situation
might open an opportunity for intervention — both to foreground
multispecies flourishing, and to highlight the needs and vulnerabilities
of non-human animals (Narayanan, 2025) in changing urban (air)space.
Here political geographers might engage with emergent efforts to
represent more-than-human perspectives in and beyond policy-related
decision-making. The Moral Imaginations project, for instance, advo-
cates for ‘interspecies councils’ as an approach by which human par-
ticipants are assigned as ‘characters’—from animals to rivers—to
facilitate the deeper consideration of more-than-human voices and
concerns (Policy Lab, 2024). Such approaches open political pathways
to oppose new technologies, or to advocate for the integration and
deployment of technologies in ways that are more inclusive of the lives
and worlds of urban animals. Such intervention remains critical in a
political context of ‘anthropocentric Al risk governance’ wherein the
human remains at the centre of assessments of Al-borne and related
impacts, while the potential outcomes of Al for non-human animals
remains largely overlooked (Coghlan & Parker, 2024).

Cohabitation, then, might support us in extending attention to the
coming together of diverse non-humans in urban space increasingly co-
occupied and mediated by Als. Stories of cohabitation proliferate every
day: charities, for instance, are teaming up with delivery robot com-
panies to familiarize guide dogs with pavements that are now shared
with Als, while four-legged dog-inspired parcel-delivery robots are tri-
alled on city streets. There remain many more stories of more-than-
human cohabitations to tell, to learn from, and to reimagine.
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